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Cúrsaí teagaisc

Biodiversity in schools 
with Paddy Madden

Noticing your surroundings 
Around this time, animals begin 
preparing for spring. Observe rooks 
gathering twigs to build their large, 
untidy-looking nests high up in trees. 
They are the first birds to breed in 
spring. 

Magpies are also building 
their nests from twigs, 
grass, hair and mud. Birds 
such as the song thrush, 
mistle thrush, great tit, 
wren and robin start to sing 
more loudly. 

Female frogs begin to lay their 
eggs in ponds and ditches late in the 
month. 

Did you know?
Seven species of crow are found in 
Ireland. These include the: Rook, Magpie, 
Jackdaw, Hooded Crow, Raven, Jay, and 
Chough

Many scientists think they are the 
cleverest of all birds so we should at least 
learn their proper names.

Rooks are large and black with white 
patches in front of their eyes and behind 
the lower beak. The powerful beak is used 

for digging the soil for earthworms and 
grubs. They nest in flocks on the tops 

of high trees in rookeries. Males and 
females mate for life.

Magpies have a black and white 
plumage. Magpies do not nest in 

flocks and they eat invertebrates, 
carrion, berries and food discarded by 

humans. Magpies also eat other birds’ 
eggs.

Jackdaws are one of the smallest crows. 
They have a black plumage with grey 
nape and love shiny objects. They often 
nest in chimneys and eat invertebrates, 
seeds, fruit and carrion.

The hooded crow (scald crow) is 
easily distinguished by its grey back. 
An omnivorous bird which eats insects, 
carrion, seeds, young birds and eggs.

Ravens have a black plumage and 
are the largest crows. Ravens eat 
invertebrates, berries, carrion and food 
discarded by humans. They like to live on 
mountains, coasts and treeless areas.

The jays are the most colourful member 
of the family. Their plumage is pink, black, 
white and blue. They eat seeds, berries, 
nuts and insects. The jay is rarely seen and 
likes woodland habitats.

The choughs are around the same 
size as jackdaws. Their plumage is black, 
legs are red and beak is red and curved 
downwards. They are found around the 
coast.

Do it now: be a bud detective 
Learn how to 
identify some 
common Irish trees 
by their buds.

Common Ash: 
bud is always hard 
and black. Notice 
the terminal bud at 

the end of the twig and the leaf buds or 
lateral buds at the side. Lateral buds are 
sometimes called axillary buds. Can you 
see a girdle where last year’s terminal bud 
was? Can you see a leaf scar under a bud?

Beech: the bud is long, 
thin and pointy. It has a 
brownish colour. Notice 
that the lateral buds are 
alternate. 

Sycamore: bud is 
egg-shaped, green and 
scaly. Lateral buds are 
opposite. Notice the leaf 
scars under the lateral 
buds. Notice the girdle 
where last year’s terminal 
bud was.

Horse chestnut: buds 
are brown and sticky. 
The sticky resin prevents 
insects from eating them 
and holds the scales of 
the buds together. Notice 
the horseshoe-shaped 
leaf scars and growth rings. Each ring 
shows where the previous year’s terminal 
bud was.

Rowan: buds are egg-
shaped and covered in 
greyish hairs. Can you see 
the ring where last year’s 
terminal bud was?

Silver Birch: buds are 
small, brownish, alternate 
and pointed.

Catkins: catkins are the 
flowers of trees such as 
alder, willow, silver birch 
and shrubs like hazel. 
Male catkins produce 
pollen and female ones 
turn into fruits with 
seeds.  These flowers are 
not colourful because 
they don’t need bees to carry their pollen.  
They are pollinated by the wind. The 
hazel’s long yellow male catkins are called 
lambs’ tails. Why do you think catkins 
emerge before the leaves?

In February, notice bulbs and the different shapes and colours of the buds on the trees 
emerge. Evergreen trees stand out in the bare landscape. You can notice the days 
getting longer; the end of winter is near, spring is coming... 
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Getting involved
Take part in National Tree Week (NTW) 
and plant native trees.  NTW runs from  
19-26 March 2023. Native trees are best for 
biodiversity.  Free whips can be obtained 
from local authorities. More information 
available at easytreesie.com/ and bit.ly/
treesontheland.

Evergreens
Ireland has four native evergreen trees. 
‘Native’ means that the trees have been 
growing here since the ice melted about 
12,000 years ago.

Holly is associated with Christmas. 
Sheep and cattle eat holly leaves even 
though they have sharp spines. Male 
trees produce pollen in their flowers and 
female holly trees produce berries. The 
holly blue butterfly lays its eggs on holly 
flower buds.

The juniper is a conifer shrub. 
Sometimes it grows into a small tree. It 
produces black fruits. Like holly, there are 
male and female junipers. Conifers bear 
cones with seeds.

The yew is poisonous. Two kinds can be 
seen, the Irish Yew and the common yew. 
Yews were often planted in churchyards 
because cattle couldn’t eat them there. 
They were also a symbol of everlasting 
life because they lived for so long. Their 
poisonous fruits are called arils. It is a conifer.

Scots pine is 
Ireland’s third 
native conifer. 
Some scientists 
think it became 
extinct in this 

country when land was cleared for 
farming thousands of years’ ago and the 
weather became wetter. Red squirrels 
love its seeds. They rip off the scales of the 
pinecones to extract the seed.

Make March the month for 
butterflies and bees
Plant perennials in March for butterflies 
and bees. See bit.ly/WildlifeBooklet (pg 
15) for a list of perennials which will attract 
bees and butterflies. 

Mammals
Mammals that hibernate in Ireland are 
the hedgehogs and the bats. The two 
types of squirrels found in Ireland, the 
red and the grey, do not hibernate. In 

general, red squirrels like to eat seeds and 
grey squirrels like to eat nuts.

The red is a native species while the 
grey squirrel was introduced in 1911 in 
Castleforbes, Longford. Both compete 
for seeds and nuts, but the grey wins the 
battle for food. Greys are larger than the 
reds and will eat nuts that are not fully 
ripe. The red will not eat half-ripe nuts. 
Therefore, wherever grey squirrels are 
found the red disappears.

Did you know? 
The population of red squirrels is 
increasing because the population 
of Ireland’s rarest mammal, the pine 
marten, is increasing. Pine martens 

were getting scarce because they were 
trapped for their fur and hunted because 
it was thought they killed lambs and 
fowl. In 1976, however, they were made 
a protected species. Pine martens eat 
squirrels but it’s easier for them to hunt 
greys because they are not as agile as 
the reds. Also, they spend much more of 
their time foraging on the ground than 
reds. Scarcer grey squirrels means more 
plentiful reds. 

This is a food chain.
Sun  acorn  grey squirrel 

 pine marten  fox.

Migratory garden birds in Ireland 
There are four major migratory garden 
birds in Ireland. These are the fieldfare, 
redwing, siskin and waxwing.

Fieldfare has a length of 25-26cm. This 
thrush migrates to Ireland in October and 
stays until March. 

The redwing has a length of 21cm. This 
thrush migrates to Ireland in October and 
stays until April. 

Fieldfares and redwings are related 
to our two resident thrushes, the song 
thrush with a length of 23 cm and the 
mistle thrush with a length of 27cm. 
The biggest thrush is the mistle thrush, 
followed by the fieldfare. The smallest 
is the redwing. All thrushes eat seeds, 
berries and invertebrates such as insects, 
slugs, snails and earthworms. 

Did you know? 
The song thrush uses a 
favourite stone called an 
‘anvil stone’ to crack open the 
shells of snails so that they 
can be easily eaten. Keep an 
eye out for one of these. 

Butterflies
The brimstone is out in February. The 
male has a pale-yellow colour and the 
female a light green 
colour. Brimstones often 
hibernate in ivy bushes 
well-camouflaged among 
the green leaves. Females 
lay their eggs on the alder 
buckthorn or the purging 
buckthorn. The caterpillars eat the young 
leaves. Other butterflies that hibernate 
in Ireland are the peacock, small 
tortoiseshell and comma. The females of 
all of these lay their eggs on nettles and 
their caterpillars eat the leaves.

See how to construct nesting sites 
for solitary bees which are important 
pollinator on pg 18 of the booklet, 
Gardening for Biodiversity bit.ly/
WildlifeBooklet. 

Wild plants in February and March
Snowdrops (plúirini sneachta) can be 
seen in shady places such as a woodland. 
The leaves are narrow and flat. They love 
growing under trees. They are perennial 
bulbs which means they flower every year. 

Winter heliotrope (plúr na gréine) likes 
damp, shady areas. The leaves are heart 
shaped. The pink flowers have a lovely 
scent.

Lesser celandine 
(grán arcáin). Look in 
woodland, the bottom 
of hedgerows and 
shady places for this 
flower. It has eight 
shiny, yellow, oval-
shaped petals and heart-shaped leaves. It 
is related to the buttercup.
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Teaching matters

Foclóir
Frogspawn: Glóthach froig Jackdaw: Cág
Magpie: Snag breac Raven: Fiach dubh
Chough: Cág cosdearg Jay: Scréachógnati
Hooded crow: Caróg liath Pine marten: Cat crainn


